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Published: October 04, 2008 in Knowledge@SMU 
The world’s top 100 billionaires have doubled their wealth from US$753 billion in 1997 to US$1,437 billion in 2007.
How do the world’s richest families manage their wealth? Wharton professor of entrepreneurship and management,
Raphael (Raffi) Amit (http://www-management.wharton.upenn.edu/amitresearch/) led a global team of researchers
in a first ever study of single family offices (SFOs) across Europe, the Americas and Asia. Amit presented the study
findings at a public lecture at the Singapore Management University recently.
The study entitled, “Single Family Offices: Private Wealth Management in the Family Context”, -- the largest and
most comprehensive of its kind -- was  carried out in 2006-2007 by the Wharton Global Family Alliance,
(http://wgfa.wharton.upenn.edu/) in collaboration with Singapore Management University, IESE Business School
(Spain) and Bocconi School of Management, Italy.
A Single Family Office (SFO) is a professionally run business entity set up to serve the financial and personal needs
of affluent families. Although there are multi family offices which look after the needs of more than one family, the
focus of this study was on the SFO. The SFOs that were surveyed manage at least US$100 million each in
investable assets. Of the family offices that were surveyed, 50% manage in excess of US$1 billion. According to
Amit, “Only a small fraction of important fortunes are directly managed by the largest of the world’s private banks. It
means SFOs do have a significant role to fulfil in this domain where discretion and preference for privacy entail that
little is known about their inner workings and functions.”
Motivated by the lack of any reliable information about family offices, and the interests of families to learn from each
other about their SFOs, Amit’s survey of the SFO landscape in the America, Europe and Asia helps to shed light on
how these offices are structured, managed and governed around the world.
Family Surveys
Gaining access to highly confidential information was key to the study. Explained  Amit, “Bearing in mind that SFOs
operate quietly and do not seek publicity, the process of getting the information was rather challenging. We had to
obtain sufficient data to provide a foundation for later studies as we can’t evaluate what we don’t know.”
He added, “One aspect involved working out a questionnaire which was distributed subsequently to 162 affluent
families. Because of privacy concerns, we worked with various parties who have access to such family offices,
especially in Europe for countries like UK, Switzerland, Italy, France, Germany and Spain.”
The other aspect involved more than 40 in-person interviews which, he said, was a labour intensive undertaking. In
one case, for instance, interviews had to be carried out with family members spread out across a number of
countries. The survey covered general background as well as objectives, key benefits of SFOs as perceived by each
family, governance, investment strategies, and the professionals managing these offices.
The study revealed that most SFOs serve multiple generations. In Europe each office services about twenty
households, as compared with seven in the US and five in Asia. On average, the European SFO has thirteen
employees, followed by twelve employees in Asia, and eight in the Americas.
Regional comparisons of the data, concerning the extent of family wealth still tied to their businesses versus the
percentage allocated for management by SFOs, revealed interesting insights. “On average, a higher percentage of
affluent families in Asia are still involved in businesses compared with other regions. It is 40% in Asia, 28% in Europe
and 24% in the Americas. In contrast, in the west, affluent families are less involved in businesses and more into
managing their wealth with allocations for SFOs -- at 67% in the Americas, 65% in Europe and 47% in Asia.”
The study points out that in Asia, close to 97% of members are involved in their family businesses as compared with
80% in the America and close to 70% in Europe.
Money No. 1 Priority
What are the priorities of SFOs? It appears that monetary concerns rule the day. “Essentially, what is rated as most
important is wealth management, followed by accounting consolidation, both being money issues,” Amit stated.
Apart from wealth management, the other key benefits family members look for is appropriate advice, confidentiality
and access to sophisticated investments. “Conflict free advice is obviously important as family members can be
concerned about the neutrality of advice from private bankers. Just as important is their desire for confidentiality
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and the ability to capitalise on sophisticated investments,” he said.   
The study also examined ‘soft’ issues of interest to affluent families such as education, philanthropy and estate
planning, the latter specifically related to the future growth and sustainability of family wealth. Family governance
was another factor the study looked at. “Governance of the family should be distinguished from the governance of
SFOs,” noted Amit. By establishing transparent institutions and processes and facilitating perceptions of fairness,
family members could avoid conflicts or difficulties in the future.
In Asia, respondents appear to give lower priority to soft issues with the exception of one attribute -- family unity -
- which scored as high as money issues.  “From what we observed, the soft issues like family legacy, family values
and family culture may be harder to preserve for subsequent generations when the patriarch is no longer around,”
commented Amit.
Management of SFOs
In relation to wealth management functions within the SFOs, feedback from Europe and the Americas indicate that
some are handled entirely in-house, some are outsourced, with the rest being a combination of both. “Five of the
top activities in wealth management pertain to asset allocation, manager selection and monitoring, estate planning,
information aggregating and reporting, and legal services,” said Amit.
As for SFO leadership, families are deeply involved in their operations. In nearly half of the offices surveyed, a family
member acts as the head of the SFO. For example, 43% of SFOs in the Americas are headed by a family member, as
compared with 40% in Europe and 67% for Asia, he disclosed.
Touching on the desired background of the SFO head, the survey showed that managerial experience is highly
regarded followed by finance and law. “More than 25% have been in managerial positions in the family business, 22%
have backgrounds as managers in various industry, while other SFO heads have previously been in positions such as
asset manager, private banker, investment banking, accounting, and in other financial services and legal firms.”
Europeans Lead in Governance
Good governance is clearly important, and the study revealed that European SFOs fare better in reporting to family
stakeholders. According to Amit, European SFOs typically have more committees and provide more frequent and
detailed information to family stakeholders than their counterparts in the Americas. “74% of European SFOs have
investment committees and 52% have management committees, compared with 43% and 21% in the Americas,
respectively, whereas they are 56% on both counts for Asia,” he said. 
Interestingly, Amit pointed out, first generation SFOs have fewer committees as compared with later generation
family offices. Citing excerpts from the study, he said, “70% of later generation SFOs have investment committees
and 54% have management committees, in contrast to just 52% and 29% respectively for first generation SFOs”. In
terms of frequency, 40% of European SFOs provide monthly reports versus 31% in the Americas.  
Governance models in SFOs also vary by wealth level. “In comparison to the multi million dollar SFOs, billionaire SFOs
have a higher percentage of investment committees and management committees at 64% and 54%, respectively,
against 53% and 25% in the case of multi-millionaire SFOs,” he said. Overall, Amit did not see a correlation between
wealth level and reporting practices.
In terms of the nature of investments, Amit revealed that families in the Americas invest more in equities, while
European families invest more in principal investments and real estate. Also, principal investments and private equity
allocations are more prevalent with SFOs servicing first generation families. To attract and retain professionals, SFOs
emphasise the need for attractive working environments and assurance of job stability, he said.
As for future research in this area, Amit is now actively pursuing a comprehensive SFO performance benchmarking
survey that will empirically establish best practices of Single Family Offices in Asia, Europe and the Americas.
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